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Ancient Rome was the greatest city of the classical world, and 
one of the greatest cities in human history At the time of the 
emperor Augustus, it is estimated that the city and its suburbs 
were home to about a million people. Rome's closest rivals in 
the ancient Mediterranean world. Alexandria in Egypt and 
Antioch in Syria, each had a population of barely half that size; 
other great cities like Carthage and Ephesus contained perhaps 
100-200.000 people. Athens, at the height of its power in the 
fifth century b.<\. had an urban population of maybe 100.000, 
Pompeii hail only 10-15,000 

If we compare Rome with cities from other period* of history, 
the contrast is still striking. No other city in Europe had a popu- 
lation of one million before I ondon reached that size at the begin 
ning of the nineteenth century , In the preceding centuries, only 
two European cities had passed even the half million mark . Further 
to the East, Istanbul may have contained 71X1,000 people in the 
lute sixteenth century, when the TuikLsh empire was at its height 
Cities with populations of a million or more were to be found only 
in China between the eleventh and the thirteenth centimes 

Today, of course, a city of this size is nothing remarkable 
There are more than eighty cities in the world with populations 
of over ■ million; London is seven times larger than ancient 
Rome ever was, and Mexico City is over fifteen limes larger. 
However, the world in which such vast cities can exist is clearly 


very different fium the world of ancient Rome We live in an 
industrial society, in which wc enjoy the benefits (and suffer the 
consequences) of dramatic advances in science and technology 
over the two hundred years since the Industrial Kevohitmn. The 
modem megalopolis is the product of these changes, and is 
wholly dependent on modem technology far its survival 
Modem fanning technique* produce enough food to feed 
mill tons of city dwellers; trains, can. and tomes tnnspun grab 
and people quickly around the city, almost every activity in the 
city, whether work or leisure, depends on electrical power 

Rome just grower! 

The Roman Empire was a pre industrial society, its economy 
worked on a much more basic level, and was far lews efficient 
Farmers produced only a small surplus above what was needed 
to feed themselves and their families, and so the vast majority 
of the population (40% or more) had to work on the land to 
support a tiny number of re *v producers The main forms of 
transport were carts drawn by burses or oxen, ships propelled by 
vail or oars, and walking. aQ slow, moat of them expensive The 
main source of energy for any k ind of work was human or aiumal 
muscle In these circumstances, the fact that the Romans 
succeeded in keeping a million people supplied with food and 


the other necessities of life, without the aid of tuilways, lorries 
or ( perhaps most seriously of all) refrigerators, was a remark- 
able achievement. It becomes clear why cities the size of Rome 
were so rare in pre-industrial societies, and that raises two ques- 
tions: how Rome grew so large, and bow Use Romans managed 
to run such a vast city. 

Nobody actually intended Rome to grow so large. Indeed, 
some of Rome's leaders, like Julius Caesar, became afraid that 
the city was growing loo large, and tried to reduce its population 
by sending people off to found new cities elsewhere. Still the 
city kept growing, because every year thousands of people 
moved there from other parts of the Roman empire. Some came 
unwillingly , captured in war and sold into slavery; others chose 
to migrate to the city, in the hope of making their fortunes or of 
enjoying a different lifestyle, Such people were described by the 
Roman philosopher Scncca in the first century A.D.: 



Some have been drawn here by ambition, others by the 
obligations of an official position or mission; still others 
are tempted by luxurious self-indulgence, or by the lavish 
opportunities far vice. Some come to Rome far education, 
others to see the games. Some come to visit friends, others 
come as workers, because Rome gives them greater scope 
far displaying their skills. They have brought something 
to sell, a beautiful body or an attractive eloquence; every 
type of human swarms into the city, whic h offers high 
rewards for both vice and virtue. 

Rome was the capital of the empire, and so became extremely 
wealthy through the taxes and booty collected from conquered 
provinces. Under die Republic, its rulers competed with one 
another in building temples and monuments to celebrate Roman 
power, and tried to win popular support by providing gladialo- 
tial games and chariot-racing. Augustus and later emperors 
continued this tradition of spending the wealth of the empire in 
the city of Rome. Throughout its history, the city was also the 
place where the upper classes spent most of their time, using 
their wealth 10 maintain a luxurious lifestyle. Because so much 
money was being spent in the city, there were many opportuni- 
ties fur employment in building work and in providing services 
for the upper c hisses - not to mention many opportunities for 
enjoyment. I .itile wonder that people kept on coming to Rome, 
whether its rulers liked it or not. 

Well fed - or fed up 

A million people eat und drink vast quantities of food, water, and 
wine It tuts been estimated that the inhabitants of Rome would 


have needed a total of at least 1 50,000 tonnes of grain every yeur 
just to stay alive, and they must have got through millions of 
litres of wine and olive oil. The countryside around Rome could 
never produce nearly enough food for this population, so 
supplies had to be found elsewhere. Merchants collected the 
produce of other parts of Italy and other provinces of the empire 
and brought it to the mouth of the Tiber, from where it was 
carried up the river to Rome, The city was so large and wealthy, 
and its demands for goods were so insatiable, that traders could 
make enormous profits from helping to supply its needs. 

However, all too often the supply system broke down and 
there was insufficient food in the city markets, leading to popu- 
lar protests. Sometimes this was because of a poor harvest in the 
regions that produced food for Rome, and sometimes the 
merchant ships were hindered by bad weather, pirates, or 
warfare; in cither case the rulers of the city were faced with a 
crisis. If they took no action, there was a risk that some unscrupu- 
lous politician would take advantage of popular anger to seize 
power; the magistrates therefore used slate funds to bring in new 
supplies. Some of the countries which the Romans conquered 
paid their taxes in kind, sending grain to Rome instead of money, 
and eventually die Senate voted to distribute part of this grain to 
die people. A privileged group of Roman citizens, normally 
about 200,000, received this com dole, at first for a price below 
market rates and later for free. 

The emperors, following the lead of Augustus, felt obliged to 
pay particular attention to the needs of the people of their capi- 
tal city; they could therefore hardly avoid getting involved in 
Rome’s food supply. Augustus created the post of praefectus 
annonae. Prefect of the Corn Supply, und from then on the city 



always hod an official with special responsibility for its food 
supply . Claudius started work on constructing a harbour at Ostia 
at the mosith of the 'liber, after being pelted with bread crusts by 
iui angry crowd in the Forum. and his work was continued by 
Irajan. 

The Roman approach to city administration was decidedly 
minimalist. Under the Republic, magistrate* intervened in the 
city's grain supply only with reluctance and on an occasional 
basis. Different magistrates hud responsibility for different areas 
of city life - for example, the aediles were in charge of the water 
supply and sewer system - but there was no-one with overall 
responsibility for managing the city. For one person to have such 
power was felt to be too dangerous. The emperors intervened 
more regularly, creating official posts in charge of the food 
supply, the water system, and the city as a whole, and passing 
laws to regulate life in the city. Rome wax. after all. their capi- 
tal city, and it should reflect and reinforce their glory' Moreover, 
if they wished to enjoy the cheers of the crowds in the arena they 
bad to deal with a! least the most obvious problems of urban life. 

Nevertheless, compared with what wc arc used to today, 
neither emperors nor magistrates did very much for the inhabi- 
tants of Rome. Some of the buildings they constructed made life 
in the city more comfortable or pleasant, such as aqueducts, 
public baths, and theatres, but only megalomaniacs like Nero 
ever attempted to rebuild Rome according to a coherent plan 
( and he was sahl to be concerned mainly widt finding space for 
his new palace). There was no public housing, and little control 
over the unscrupulous practices of private landlords. The sew age 


system was rudimentary, and there was no National Health 
Service -or public education, or unemployment benefit. The city 
worked on a 'sink or swim' basis; those who didn't have the 
money to pay for food and lodging were reduced to begging or 
crime, and even for those in regular employment life in the city 
could be dangerous, unhealthy . and unpleasant. 


Heart of the empire 

Even the upper classes, who had the money to pay for doctors, 
education, and anything else they wanted, sometimes found life 
in Rome too much. Many of them bought villas in the country- 
side around the city, to which they could retreat for a while to 
enjoy peace, quiet, and educated conversation with their friends. 
Perhaps this made it easier for them to ignore the problems of 
the city; they, unlike the mass of the population, could escape 
the noise, heat, and squalor for a while. Besides, the simple fact 
was that, somehow. Rome worked: the city's wealth, and the 
desire of merchants, migrants, and residents alike for a share of 
that wealth, was enough to keep the system running more or less 
smoothly with only occasional intervention from the stale. 

The city of Rome could grow so large because it was 
supported by the labours of the rest of the empire. Its inhabitants 
earned their living not through trade or manufacture for export, 
but by providing services for the state and for the upper classes, 
whose income came from rents and taxes. Rome has therefore 
been described as a ‘consumer city' . a drain on (he wealth of the 



society that supported it. However, this lahcl docs not do full 
justice to the impact of the city on its empire. 

Home was a vast and wealthy market fur all kinds of goods. 
Some merchants made their fortunes in supplying this market, 
and in addition many landowners were encouraged to change the 
ways in which they managed their farms, to concentrate on 
producing goods which were in demand in Rome. The (low of 
goods, migrants, and money between city and empire helped to 
bring different parts of the empire closer together, and encour 
aged the spread of Roman law, coinage, and customs through 
the provinces. Finally, we should not forget the way in which 
die city became a symbol, if not the symbol, of Roman power 
and majesty for the inhabitants of the empire - as it still is for us 
today. 

'First among cities, home of the gods, golden Rome.’ 
(Ausonius, C4 a.d.) 
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